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SOME VOWEL DIGRAPH GENERALIZATIONS PRESENTLY TAUGHT WERE 
INVESTIGATED TO DETERMINE THE OVERALL UTILITY OF THE 
GENERALIZATIONS WHEN APPLIED TO A LIST OF REPRESENTATIVE 
WORDS MET BY CHILDREN IN READING INSTRUCTION IN GRADES 1 
THROUGH 6, TO DETERMINE THE UTILITY OF ALL POSSIBLE SUBGROUPS 
OF ADJACENT VOWELS, AND TO EVOLVE NEW DIGRAPH GENERALIZATIONS 
APPLICABLE TO LARGE NUMBERS OF WORDS. AN OVERALL UTILITY OF 
33 PERCENT WAS FOUND WHEN THE ORIGINAL VOWEL DIGRAPH 
GENERALIZATION WAS APPLIED TO A LIST OF 506 WORDS CONTAINING 
ADJACENT VOWELS. FOUR SUBGROUPS HAD A PERCENTAGE OF UTILITY 
ABOVE 50 PERCENT -- "A I," “EA,“ "EE," AND "OA." TWO 
GENERALIZATIONS WHICH WERE FORMULATED AND INVESTIGATED 
YIELDED 72 AND 92 PERCENT OF UTILITY. THE STUDY CONCLUDED 
THAT CHILDREN IN GRADES 1 THROUGH 6 SHOULD IMPROVE IN WORD 
ANALYSIS IF THEY UNDERSTAND THAT WHEN TWO VOWELS ARE TOGETHER 
IN A WORD, ONLY 0^4E VOWEL SOUND IS USUALLY HEARD. MORE 
SPECIFIC PHONIC GENERALIZATIONS SHOULD PROVE USEFUL TO THE 
CHILDREN WHO SHOULD KNOW THAT VOWEL DIGRAPHS ARE USUALLY 
AFFECTED BY THE CONSONANTS THAT FOLLOW. CARE SHOULD BE TAKEN 
TO ASSIST CHILDREN TO DEVELOP FLEXIBILITY IN THE USE OF ALL 
PHONIC GENERALIZATIONS. TABLES AND REFERENCES ARE INCLUDED. 
THIS PAPER WAS PRESENTED AT THE INTERNATIONAL READING 
ASSOCIATION CONFERENCE (BOSTON, APRIL 24-27, 1966). (JMM> 
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Phonic generalisations have long played an isportaot role in reading 
instruction in the eleaentary school. Huneroua authors of textbooks In 
the teaching of reading recoamend that phonic generalizations be included 
in the reading prograa. and aost basal reading series include phonic 
generalizations in the prograa of Instruction. Of all the recoomiended 
phonic generalizations, possibly the generalization which la aost 
widely known end aost often taught le the vowel digraph generalization** 
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the generalisation coMMnly atated, '*When two vovela are aide by aide, 
uaually the long aound of the fir at Toirel la heard and the aecemd vowel 
la allent,” or. In wany flrat and aecond grade claaaroona, **When two 
vowela go walking, the flrat one doea the talking." 

Despite auch wide and tine-honored acceptances little reaearch on 
the uaefulneaa of the vowel digraph generalisation had been reported 
prior to 1963, when two aitndlea, one by Clyner (5)and another by 
Burrowa and Lourlc (jy irere publlahed. Clyner reported the reeulta of 
an Investigation of the utility of forty-five selected phonic generall- 
.^atlona In the prlnary grades, one of which was the vowel digraph 
generalisation, and concluded that nany generalisations weie found to 
poaaess United value. Special attention was directed by Clymer to the 
vowel digraph generalisation which was found to possess only forty-five 
per cent utility in thet study. Burrowe end Lourle W explored the 
relleblllty of Jnip one phonic generelisstlon, the vowel digraph rule, 
and found that only thirty-nine par cent of the words Investigated in 
that study followed the rule. 

Recent studies on phonic generallsa^lona by Bailey ( 2 ), Emana (y, 
and Butnelater U) have also reported, without exception, failure of 

digraph generalisation to be useful. Bsilej* reported llndlnga 
of thirty-four per cent utility; Eaane, eighteen per cent utility, end 
Buraelster categorised the generalisetlon es ons found to possess only 



United uoefulncse. 
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Purpoat’^a : 

The purposes o£ the present study were to (1) investlgste the over- 
all utility o£ the vowel digraph generalization when applied to a list 
o£ words representative of words net by children in reading Instruction 
In grades one through sl», (a) determine the utility of all possible 
eubgroups of adjacent vowels ac, al, ao, ju, ea, ee, etc.), end 

(3) explore the possibilities of evolving new vowel digraph generaliza- 
tions that would apply to large numbers of words and possess high 
percentages of utility # 

Proceduie ; 

The vowel digraph genera llxat long ordinarily stated, When two 
vowels ate side by side, usually the long sound of the first vowel is 
heard and the second vowel la silent," was applied to a word list 
collected in a previous study by Bailey (1). The erlglnel word list 
consisted of the entire vocsbulerles of eight basal reading series, 
grcdes one through si*, published In the Vnlted States during or since 
1960, and was pronounced, lor purposes of the present Investlgetlon, 
representative of words met by children In reeding In grades one through 

te vowel letters «, e. 1, o. and u only wore Investlgeced. and 
Hcbstec’s New Colteglate Dictionary (7) was used as the dictionary of 



authority for the pronunciation and syllable division of all words 
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coneidered in the study. In every Instance, only the first-listed pro- 
nunciation was recorded 

Percentage oi utility for the original vowel digraph gentrciliza- 
tlon was ccmputed by dividing the total number of incidents which 
conformed to the gei^eralization by the total number of Incidents 
Investigated. Likewise, percentages of utility for the twent:^£ive 
subgroups of adjacent vowel combinations were computed In the same 
manufe r . 

Re suit a ; 

When the original vowel digraph general izat ton was applied to the 
list of 15^06 words containing adjacent vowel incidents, 490 word® con- 
formed to the generalization and 1016 words were exceptions, resulting 
in an over-all utility of only thirty-three per cent.. Table I presents 
the results. 

TABLE I 

UTILITY OF THE 0RIGI!3AL VOWEL DIGRAPH GENERALISATION* 



Number rf Incidents 
Ifive“»tigated 


Number of 
Conformations 


Number of 
Exceptions 


Per . entage 
of Utility 


1$06 


490 (paint)** 


1016 (been)** 


33 



*When two vowels are aide by side, usually the long sound tne 
first vowel Is heard and the second vowel Is silent 



**Exa®piea of words that conformed or were exceptions to the 
generalization 
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Data obtained fro. the analyale of each of the twenty-five enbgroupe 
of adjacent vowel cofrt>inatlona are presented in Table II. Only four 
eubgroupe were found to have a percentage of utility above fifty per 
cent; ea. and oa. Frequency of occurrence in each of theee 

four aubgroupa weeeconf Idercad eufflctent|y high to warrant further 
invest igat Ion. 

In «i attnapt to dattralna tba poaalbtllty of fomulating new vowel 
digraph generallietions that would prove uaeful to children In gradea 
one through six. two new generallxatlone were fore«Uted and inveetlgated - 
Esanlnatlon of Table III reveale that a generalltatlon stated, "When two 
vowels ate side by side, usually only one vowel sound Is heard." was 
found to possessfchlgh utility of ninety-two per cent. The second 
newly-formulated vowel digraph generalisation, "When al, ea, ee, or oa 
Is found In a word, usually only the long sound of the first vowel Is 
heard," was applicable to 602 mrds. Four hundred and thirty-three words 
conformed to the generalisation and 169 words were exceptions, yielding 

a percentage of utility of seventy-two per cent. 

Although no attempts were made In the present study to Investigate 
the posaibilittes of rewording, restricting, or formulating new generali- 
sations relative to adjacent vowel comblnatlone that yielded low par- 
centagee of utility, it should be noted that Table I reveals the follwBlng 
adjacent vowel subgroups, with low percantaces of utility and high fre- 
quencies of occurrence, that presented definite and consletent patte ns 




O M 









8 > 

s S 

0 «M 
« O •H 

« if 

M d 

« 

cu 



l“S« 
* S 



tH e 

F=* 



* ^ 



m 

St 



s 

41 

•I ^ 

s 



\ 



! 

'8 i 



I 



s 

<H • W 

®8 a 

M « <H 

£58 

aas 

SMB 



s-s 






1 

2 



X & 



t >4 



41 

JB 



it 



I 

M 

9 

« 



8 



u "8 

9 5 



(H W 



^ fH CM 



CM 



m 



3 






I 



I 3 






« 



o 



o« 



3 « X 3 S 

M fH 



lA 



3 



9 9 8 9 18 9 



9 8 5 



O 

ERIC 



1 (tuciing) 



TABLE II (continued) 



to 






•» O *H 

M 9 
« 



lit 

Ct 



C4 



n oi 



M 

cn 



m 

fO 



M 

« 



§ 



o a 
u 



a 



M 

0 

1 

SB 



*s 

■si 



s 

8 

U 



I 1 

« 1 
3 ^ 



I 1 



lIlSllSis 



00 



fo c5 





41 

X 


H 








1 


f-4 

8 

u 


? 

H4 


1 


iH 


5 

S 


1 


1 


w 


W 




w 








C4 

C4 


» 


3t 


M 


m 


CM 


^|%o 


s>4 












s 



Is I i 

w C C> w 



1 

iH 

3 



fO 

MO 



in 



o 



M 



m O 



o 

a> 

<e 



*e 

U4 « 4i 

“sa 

•H • 

u o 
e 



s 



(3 »-• W 
« « « 

« 85 



« - 

f-) > 

s 



I 

u 



00 

fxt 






M m 

f-e •4‘ 



M 



S !8 iS s 



IM 



O 

•H 



588o8833 



aim 

aim 

1 e 

O 

u 

6 



o 

ERIC 



*&mples of words thst confomed or were exceptions to the generelisetion 
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in regard to exceptions: au, la , lo , oi , oo, ou, and uao Hopefully, 
children should learn to recognize ol add ou aa diphthongs and, thus, 
eliminate any need for applying vowel digraph generalizations when ol 
and ou arc met la word analysis « Likewise, oo was found to usually 
have its own distinctive sounds, as in foot and cool ; au nearly always 
had the sound of circurflea o (^), as Id caught ; le was usually found 
in the phonograma tlon and a ion and then waa pronounced as short ii, as 
in vacation and permission ; and when la and ua ware found within words, 
usually both vowel sounds were heard separately, as In giant and sctual, 
Furtherjnoce, results of the present study reveal that the value of 
vowel digraph generalizations would be grea.-.y enhanced if elementary 
school children also learn that vowel sounds are altered when followed 
by the letter £, as In heard and fair * 

Conclusions : 

Children In grades one through six should gain help fa word analysis 
if they understand that when two vewtla are together in a word, only one 
vowel sound is ususlly recorded* The following generalization might wall 
be the first developed by children regarding vowel digraphs, for it is 
basic and underlies other, nore-spaclflc phonic generalizatl©ns; **When 
two vowels are side by side, usually only one vowel sound la haard.** 
Results of the present investigation indicate that the following, 
more-specific phonic generalization should also prova useful to children 



Page 10 

Mildred Hart B«ll«y 



in word nn.ly.1.: "Wh.n jl. i«. « 2* 

only the long eound ol the flret vowel le heard. " 

The value ol the newly-f orwilatad vowel digraph generallratlona 

ehould be enhanced by alfordlng children In the el«.entary grade, the 
opportunltie. to learn that (1) ol and oji «« diphthong.. (2) oo 
uaually haa its own distinctive eonada, (3) au nearly always has the 
sound as a It. csil and (*> lo 1. uaually found In the 

phonograas tlon and slon «.d then la pronounced as short u. and 
(5) when 1. and ua are found In words, usually both vowel sounds are 
heard separately. Also, children should be aided In word analyal. by 
the knowledge that the sound, of vowel digraph, are usually affected 
by the consonants that follow, notably r following a vowel digraph. 

rinaily, care should be taken to aselat children In the develop- 
«ent of flexibility In the use of all phonic g«.eraltzatlon. . 
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